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Abstract 
 
This note presents an ongoing effort to study conflict management practices in EA initiatives. We suggest 
an adaptation of the vignette technique to collect data and describe how it was used as part of an 
exploratory study. The analysis so far reveals four conflict management practices – avoiding, dominating, 
compromising, and transforming. We describe situations in which the four practices were used, 
investigate some of the intricacies revealed by the vignettes and elaborate on the potential for using 
vignettes to study conflict management practices.  
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Introduction 
 
Conflict is pervasive in information system (IS) projects (Barki & Hartwick, 2001), appearing at the 
intrapersonal (Rutner, Hardgrave, & McKnight, 2008), interpersonal (Barki & Hartwick, 2001; Johnson & 
Cooper, 2009; Sarker & Valacich, 2010), and intergroup levels (Kumar & Dissel, 1996). According to 
Meissonier and Houzé (2010), conflict is caused by different understandings of technology, technology-
enabled structures, and power changes; different working styles; and interpersonal dissonance. Although 
organizational literature shows that conflict can positively influence performance (Baron, 1991; Janssen, 
Van De Vliert, & Veenstra, 1999; Jehn, 1995; Nemeth, Connell, Rogers, & Brown, 2001), conflict has 
negative impacts on individuals and leads to detrimental outcomes (Barki & Hartwick, 2001; Sarker & 
Valacich, 2010).  
Understanding and managing conflict is, therefore, an important concern for organizations that 
embark on Enterprise Architecture (EA) initiatives. Organizations must engage a variety of stakeholders 
to (re-)define current and target goals, and chart a path to transition between the two (Jonkers et al., 
2006; Lankhorst, 2009; Lin & Dyck, 2010; Schmidt & Buxmann, 2011; Winter & Schelp, 2008). These 
actions often entail significant organizational change and require re-alignment between business and IT 
functions (EARF, 2009; Gartner, 2008; Schmidt & Buxmann, 2011). All of these actions make conflict an 
inherent outcome. The very nature of EA requires input from participants that include IT departments, top 
managers, system users, and external participants such as consultants and vendors (Jonkers et al., 
2006). The sheer scope of EA initiatives and the diversity of interests they entail means that EA initiatives 
are likely to produce more conflict among participants compared to traditional IS projects (Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995; Winter & Schelp, 2008). Furthermore, understanding and managing conflict doesn’t simply 
prevent dysfunctional consequences, it can also leverage the positive creativity unleashed in conflict 
situations. Both are critical prerequisites for realizing the benefits of EA initiatives(Smolander & Rossi, 
2008; Van Steenbergen & Brinkkemper, 2009).  
We describe here an ongoing research effort to investigate conflict and conflict management 
practices in EA initiatives using a novel extension and application of Vignettes (Miles, 1990) to collect and 
analyze data from a service provider in the Federal Government sector, and one of its client agencies. 
Our adaptation allows collection and analysis of qualitative data that overcomes some of the  
shortcomings of other research methods.  Our data analysis and experience using the technique 
highlights two findings: 1) initial analyses indicate four conflict management practices used in EA 
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initiatives; and 2) we reflect on the use of an adaption of the Vignettes technique as an efficient approach 
for collecting data in organizational contexts. 
 
Prior Research 
 
Workplace conflict has attracted much attention in the fields of organizational science and 
psychology. These scholars define conflict as an interactive process beginning with perceived 
incompatibility between interdependent social entities that unfolds to generate undesirable consequences 
(De Dreu & Gelfand, 2008; Putnam & Poole, 1987; Thomas, 1992). Scholars have described the causes 
(Kriesberg, 2007; Mikolic, Parker, & Pruitt, 1997; Walton & Dutton, 1969), process (Druckman, 2001; 
Pondy, 1967; Pruitt & Kim, 2004; Thomas, 1992), and outcomes of conflict (De Dreu, 2006; Jehn, 1995; 
Nemeth, 1986; Simons & Peterson, 2000). Prior work has described models for conflict management (see 
summary in (Rahim, 2010)), which have since been widely accepted (Olekalns, Putnam, Weingart, & 
Metcalf, 2008; Rahim, 2010; Thomas, 1992), and use the axis of concerns for self versus others to 
suggest five patterns: collaboration, yielding, contention, avoidance, and compromise. 
Much of this work has been applied in the context of IS development (Smith & McKeen, 1992). 
But, EA initiatives—a superset of IS projects (Barki & Hartwick, 2001)—represent a fertile arena for 
studying conflict and conflict management.  Like IS projects, EA initiatives involve business-IT alignment, 
and require close collaboration between IT and other departments (Jonkers et al., 2006), and conflict 
between participants is almost inevitable (Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Winter & Schelp, 2008). To our 
knowledge, no study has investigated conflict and conflict management practices in EA initiatives, with 
the exception of Meissonier and Houzé (2010) who report ‘avoidance’ as an effective strategy in initiatives 
similar to EA. This remains an area in need of deeper investigation. 
 
Methodology 
A Novel Research Methodology with Vignettes 
 
Given the paucity of research, we believe a qualitative approach is more appropriate for research 
this domain. Although a quantitative approach might be tempting, it would likely strip the essential context 
of EA projects. Data collection might allow us to identify conditions and outcomes (Baron, 1989; De Dreu, 
2006; Jehn, 1994; Nemeth, 1986; Putnam, 1994), but cannot shed light on the behavior, perspectives, 
and historical elements that also play roles. Self-reporting instruments might be better, but still fall short in 
capturing and describing behaviors (Olekalns et al., 2008).  
The nature of conflict as the “dark side” of the workplace (Raver & Barling, 2008) is an obstacle to 
collecting qualitative data (Kolb & Putnam, 1992). Data collection might be hindered through a reluctance 
to share data, and informants may respond in a defensive or biased manner. Jehn (1997) suggests 
collecting data by asking informants to “describe a conflict a typical employee in your team would 
experience.” While useful as a prompt, in the extreme (i.e. rejecting authentic narrative) it may have the 
unintended consequence of foregoing rich detail. Case studies (Markus, 1983; Orlikowski, 1993; Yin, 
2009) and ethnographic studies (Myers, 1999) overcome this concern with techniques to ensure 
anonymity and encourage participation. But, the cost and effort can be prohibitive. It can also be difficult 
to convince organizational participants to engage in data collection requiring significant effort without the 
promise of immediate benefits. 
To overcome this mix of concerns, we developed a novel data collection technique that adapts 
Vignettes as the key unit of analysis to increase the amount and quality of data. Miles (1990) describes a 
Vignette as a snapshot or a ‘mini-movie’ of a practitioner at work. It reflects a recent episode of practice in 
two dimensions: describing the practice, and producing thoughtful explanation. The event isn’t simply 
reported, participants are also encouraged to reflect on their own engagement in it, producing a rich 
dense account. Researchers have used vignettes as “icebreakers” (Barter & Renold, 1999) for surveys 
(Alexander & Becker, 1978) and interviews (Schoenberg & Ravdal, 2000). Our proposal is to use 
Vignettes as a “first-class unit” as part of a systematic, structured approach to collect and organize 
qualitative data (Miles, 1990). The context is especially relevant because Vignettes allow not only the 
benefits described above, but also provide a platform from which observations from different perspectives 
can be quickly integrated before they are subjected to member-checking.  
The process begins with brief, intensive interviews with informants. The researchers then 
generate multiple Vignettes, each describing a situation of interest. When later shared with the 
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informants, these vignettes may open up the informant’s thinking while at the same time describing their 
behavior. Researchers and informants then reflect on and further enrich the narrative. An ancillary benefit 
is that vignettes can be shared rapidly with informants to demonstrate how “anonymizing” them protects 
confidentiality. This in turn encourages participants to be more open (Alexander & Becker, 1978), eliciting 
more candid accounts (Burstin et al., 1980). In contrast to case studies, which can be time-consuming 
and require high data inquiry skills (Myers, 2008), Vignettes require less time and effort (Miles, 1990); 
narrow in scope, informants can directly develop and refine them via member-checking (Schoenberg & 
Ravdal, 2000). As a set of multiple data points, vignettes provide the foundation for data and pattern 
analysis.  
 
Research Design and Process 
 
This project aims to illuminate conflict management practices in EA initiatives. This note reports 
outcomes of the first step in the project, the exploratory study. We began by cultivating a connection with 
SSP (pseudonym), a shared service provider for U.S. federal agencies. SSP offers an integrated service 
model that includes infrastructure hosting, applications management, technical support, user support, 
transaction processing, and business services. SSP takes pride in its use of EA-thinking and makes a 
conscious effort toward integrating an EA-perspective in their work with clients. GOV (pseudonym) is one 
of their infrastructure hosting service customers, that is a federal agency with about 50,000 employees 
working in headquarters and regional offices. Our interaction with SSP and GOV was guided by the 
research methodology outlined above, with data collection, formalization of vignettes, and data analysis. 
Figure 1 outlines the steps.  
 
 
 
Figure 1. Research Design and Progress 
 
In Phase 1, the research team interviewed informants from SSP and GOV. Multiple sources of 
data, including interview notes, presentation slides, and project documents were collected. Based on 
these materials, the research team applied the process suggested by Angelides and Gibbs (2006) to 
identify eight vignettes, each representing a conflict scenario.  
In Phase 2, the vignettes were sent back to two representatives (one each from SSP and GOV) 
for member-checking. Based on feedback, two were removed because they overlapped with other 
vignettes, and changes were incorporated to refine the narrative in several others. The resulting six 
vignettes now represented a non-trivial, rich description of various conflict situations, including 
descriptions of how they were managed by different stakeholders.  
During Phase 3, the vignettes were put through two levels of analysis— content analysis and 
pattern matching (Myers, 2008; Yin, 2009). First, open coding was applied (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. An Example of Vignette and Open Coding 
 
Table 1 
Open Coding Summary 
 
Vignette Parties Issues 
Structur
e 
Change 
Power 
Distance 
Strategic 
Concern 
V1: System platform Business Department / 
IT Department 
Technology No Low No 
V2: Project schedule Manager / Vendor Project 
Management 
No High No 
V3: Selecting software 
applications 
Manager / Employees Technology No High No 
V4: Resisting new 
framework 
Vendor / IT Department Technology Yes Low No 
V5: Cutting project to 
budget 
IT Department / 
Manager 
Project 
Management 
No High Yes 
V6: Resisting new 
technology 
Manager / Vendor / IT 
Department  
Technology Yes High No 
 
While it may be argued that open coding requires participant-generated text, we were careful to 
use phrases and terminology directly provided by respondents—further reinforced through the member-
checking phase—resulting in refinements expressly suggested by participants. Thus, the vignette text 
was a direct reflection of participants’ intent and ideas, making content analysis an appropriate technique 
to employ. Table 1 shows the cross-section of situations that lead to conflict when GOV partnered with 
SSP.   
Content analysis was completed through pattern matching (Yin, 2009) to distinguish conflict 
management practices. The team completed this phase by returning to the informants again, and using 
prior research as the basis for comparison and extension, identified multiple dimensions for each vignette, 
including: structural change, power distance, and strategic concerns. Each reflected a key element that 
has been investigated in prior work (Pruitt & Kim, 2004; Simons & Peterson, 2000; Thomas, 1976).  
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Results and Discussion 
 
Early Results: Conflict Management Practices 
 
The vignettes revealed four conflict management practices (see Table 2): 
1: Avoidance Often a temporary solution (Kerzner, 2009), avoidance postpones conflict with the 
hope that a resolution would emerge before the situation became critical or that the conflict would ‘resolve 
itself.’  In Vignette 4 the IT department declined a vendor’s proposal by withdrawing. In Vignette 6, the IT 
department refused to migrate to shared service by postponing for “evaluation.”  
2: Domination Here, the party with greater power makes decisions, forcing others to follow 
(Pruitt & Kim, 2004). When faced with different project timelines in Vignette 2, GOV’s manager set the 
project deadline and forced SSP to buy in. In Vignette 3, the office manager imposed his preferences on 
subordinates. Domination was not used in Vignettes 5 and 6, possibly because the issues were 
significant to the organizational structure, or related to the business model or strategic concerns.  
3: Compromise Compromise seeks the middle-ground position. Conflict parties make 
concessions to reach a mutually acceptable decision (Rahim & Bonoma, 1979). Vignette 5 showed a 
downsized project finally accepted when it matched management’s budget concerns with IT’s 
enthusiasm.  
4: Transformation Transforms the conflict into new factors that may be relevant but not essential 
to the original conflict; suggests that conflict happens within organizational context, manifesting and 
resolving through social and organizational factors. Vignette 1 showed conflict rooted in different 
preferences about software platforms resolved via cost consideration. 
 
Table 2 
Conflict Management Practices and Associated Vignettes 
 
Practice Vignette 
Avoidance V4: Conflict in switching to cloud computing between in-house IT department and 
vendor avoided when IT department withdrew. 
V6: Conflict between manager and IT personnel over migrating IT services to 
shared service provider was avoided by postponing evaluation.  
Domination V2: Manager established demanding project timeline and imposed it on IT service 
provider.  
V3: Department manager forced subordinates to use preferred file sharing 
application by making it the only way to share files with him. 
Compromise V5: A downsized project was accepted because it met both IT department’s 
enthusiasm and top managers’ budget concern regarding new technology. 
Transformation V1: Competing preferences over social media software platforms were settled via 
budgetary concerns. 
 
Discussion 
 
Although this exploratory study developed limited vignettes, the potential for further analysis and 
interpretation is clear from the data. For example, Avoidance was observed where the conflict had the 
potential to change the structure of the IT department, which chose to avoid the conflict to prevent a loss 
of power (Markus, 1983). Domination was observed in situations with unequal power positions (Pondy, 
1967) or unbalanced negotiation power (Pruitt & Kim, 2004). Compromise appeared where stakeholders 
had widely different concerns and goals, but the conflict resolution effort focused on ensuring that the 
interest of every stakeholder was incorporated (Jonkers et al., 2006). Transformation was observed when 
the conflict issue appeared to be substantive but not critical to all conflict parties. This assessment helped 
identify other concerns, which then cut down the negotiation time to arrive at a resolution. As our analysis 
proceeds, we are deepening our interpretation beyond the initial observations shared here. For example, 
we are trying to understand how these vignettes can provide a window onto the viewpoints of different 
stakeholders; whether we can place the situations described in each vignette at different temporal stages 
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of an EA initiative; and, whether further analyses (such as multiple practices) may be discerned from the 
situations described in each vignette. An important component of this next step is to map interpretations 
against results from prior work much like the step suggested by Eisenhardt (1989). 
 
Concluding Remarks and Next Steps 
 
We have described an ongoing research effort that employs vignettes to investigate conflict management 
practices in EA initiatives. Our effort demonstrates that vignettes provide a feasible approach to data 
collection and units for analysis. And, this first round of analysis has identified four conflict management 
practices: avoidance, domination, compromise, and transformation. An initial mapping against the 
situations where each practice is used is also indicated. Our work continues to deepen the analysis in this 
exploratory study, and to collect further data to enrich our data set. 
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